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to the progress of Christianity in China, and show that there
were 6,000 or more converts in Peking, while missions also
existed at Zaitun (modern Ch'ungchow) in the south-east
in Fxikien, as well as at many places along the caravan route
into Europe. In 1318 Odoric of Pordenone, a friar from Padua,
journeyed by the sea route from Constantinople. He took,
however, the land route from Trebizond through Persia to Ormuz,
a route which at this time was favoured because the Mameluke
Sultan of Egypt made the journey via Suez a dangerous one.
Odoric visited Tana near Bombay, sailed along the west coast
of India to Ceylon, across to Sumatra, Java, Cambodia, and
so to Canton; after visiting the Chinese ports he spent three
years with John of Monte Corvino in Peking, The return
journey was by land through Shansi, Shensi, Szechwan and
Tibet. He is said to be the first European to visit Lhasa,
Others, missionaries and merchants, followed in the footsteps
of the Polos to India and China until 1368, when Christian mis-
sionaries disappeared with the sudden overthrow of the Mongols.
The accession of the Mings in China meant that the great land
route was closed for approximately two centuries. At the end
of the fourteenth century Tamerln.no of Samarqand, a descendant
of Ghengiz Khan, threatened to win the continent once more
for the Mongols. He was prevented by death in 1405 from
securing China.
The westward flow of yet another wave of barbarian Turks,
the Ottomans, further imperilled Eurasian communication,
and it remained for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to
reopen the sea route to India and China. The Crusades had
done so only temporarily. Could not the infidel obstacle be cir-
cumvented by another route ? The question was answered by
nothing less than the discovery of America and the Cape route
to India. The ' quest of the Indies' occupied the minds of
navigators for hundreds of years, years which witnessed a decline
in the importance of the Mediterranean as a commercial high-
way, together with the loss by Italy of supremacy as a trading
nation* While Italy's maritime power declined, that of Western
nations not limited to the Mediterranean backwater developed;
and so we find Spain, Portugal, Holland, England and France
emulating one another for the wealth and trade of the East,
The last decade of the fifteenth centtiry was a period of out-
standing importance in maritime history. In 1486 Bartolomeo
; Diaz, ~a Spaniard/had sailed along the west coast of Africa and
sighted the Cape of Good Hope. In 1492 Christopher Columbus,
a native of Genoa, first sailed the Atlantic and discovered the
West Indies for Spain, thinking he was on his way to China*